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THE SURRENDER AT ASTORIA IN 1818. 

By T. C. Elliott. 

With what thrills of patriotic feeling have the people of 
this republic watched the forward progress of the American 
flag on the battle fields of France during this year 1918 ! ! So 
intense has been the interest in the outcome of our national 
participation in the greatest war of all history that we have 
all but overlooked the historic event on the Pacific Coast one 
hundred years ago, when the American flag was first raised 
by national authority over the country drained by the waters of 
the great Columbia river. In the next previous number of 
this Quarterly the writer contributed a brief narrative of 
the visit of Captain James Biddle to the Columbia river in 
August, 1818, to, in the capacity of special commissioner of 
the United States, publicly proclaim sovereignty over the 
Columbia River Country. It is proposed now to relate the 
circumstances leading to and connected with the visit during 
the first week of October, 1818, of Mr. J. B. Prevost, the other 
commissioner appointed upon this mission. 

It is a fortunate coincidence, however it may have come 
about, that at Astoria, Oregon, the new city hall, a permanent 
public structure, directly adjoins and faces the site of the orig- 
inal stockade built by the Pacific Fur Company in 1811 and 
afterward enlarged by the North- West Company, where stood 
the pole from which the stars and stripes were unfurled to 
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the breeze on October 6th, 1818 ; an event of more than local 
interest. The ceremonies of that day in 1818 were of a 
friendly, even cordial nature, and are related in so many his- 
tories of easy reference that repetition is not necessary here. 
Mr. Prevost was, as far as the record discloses, the only 
American present. He arrived in a British naval vessel as 
the guest of the British officer appointed to represent that 
government, and during their stay of a week was given every 
facility and assistance in gathering information. When he 
sailed away no American was left to see that our flag con- 
tinued to wave over the establishment then known as Fort 
George, and tradition tells us that it did not continue to wave 
long; hardly until the 11th of November following when Mr. 
Prevost was writing his report at Monterey. A few years 
later the only flag to be seen on that pole was that of the 
Hudson's Bay Company, a blue field with the motto Pro 
Pelle Cutem. 

The selection of John Bartow Prevost as one of the com- 
missioners on this mission was by President Monroe person- 
ally and his appointment was primarily for government service 
on the South American coast. There is a suggestion that 
he was a political or social favorite of President Monroe; 
John Quincy Adams in his diary entries intimates as much. 
Mr. Prevost's first set of instructions covered only his duties 
as "Agent for Commerce and Seamen" in Chile or Peru, with 
which this discussion is not concerned. His later instructions 
were the following : 

"Memorandum of Instructions for Mr. Prevost. 1 

"The following were the views communicated to me by the 
President on the evening before his departure, in relation to 
Mr. Prevost; in conformity with which he requested me to 
make known to Mr. Adams his wish that he would be so good 
as to prepare instructions forthwith, or as soon as may be. 

"Mr. P. to embark as soon as practicable, in the Ontario, 



i State Department, Washington, Bureau of Rolls and Library, Mss. Vol. 
not numbered and lettered on the back "Letters of J. B. Prevost, 1817-1825." 
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Captain Biddle, now in New York (the sloop lately destined 
to take commissioners to South America). 

"To touch at Rio Janeiro (sic) and deliver such dispatches 
to Mr. Sumpter as he shall be charged with. To proceed 
round Cape Horn and afterward touch at the principal port in 
Chili (name not recollected), and also at Lima in Peru. * * 
* He will thence proceed to the River Columbia, with a 
view to assert there the claim of sovereignty in the name and 
on behalf of the U. States, by some symbolical, or other appro- 
priate, mode of setting up a claim to national authority and 
domination but no force is to be employed by Captain 
Biddle if, in the attempt to accomplish this object any unex- 
pected obstructions should occur. The ship will then return 
to the United States, stopping at Lima to leave Mr. Prevost, 
where, and in the adjoining province, he will remain and act 
under the instructions already made out for him and now in 
his possession. 

"It is the desire of the President that Mr. Astor, of New 
York, be informed of the measure contemplated in relation to 
Columbia River. ****** 

"A copy of the instructions, or as much of them as will be 
necessary, to be furnished the navy department, in order that 
the proper naval orders may be given to Captain Biddle for 
the voyage. 

"September 25, 1817. R. R.» 

President Monroe spent the summer of 1817 on an extended 
tour of the New England states and Mr. Richard Rush was 
Secretary of State pro tern during March-September, 1817, 
waiting the return of Mr. John Q. Adams from England to 
enter upon the duties of that office. Mr. Adams reached 
Washington on September 20th and a note of Mr. Adams to 
President Monroe dated September 29th, says : "After I had 
prepared from the minutes furnished me by Mr. Rush the new 
instructions for Mr. Prevost a question was started by Mr. 
Brent whether it had not been your intention to associate 
Captain Biddle with that gentleman, in the authority to assert 
the claim of territorial possession at the mouth of the Columbia 
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river." 2 Under date October 4th, Mr. Prevost wrote from 
New York that Captain Biddle had received his orders and 
the Ontario left New York October 5th, 1817. 

Omitting Mr. Prevost's correspondence as to conditions in 
Peru and Chile during five months following arrival at Val- 
paraiso (on January 25th, 1818,) his next letter which con- 
cerns us is dated June 20th at Santiago de Chile and begins 
as follows : "The Ontario sailed from Valparaiso on the 14th 
inst. to proceed to Lima and from thence to the Northwest 
Coast, where Captain Biddle will have to perform the office 
contemplated by the President to have been joint. Prior to 
his departure I enclosed a copy of the instructions on this 
head and enjoined it upon him to adhere strictly to the pacific 
course indicated in your note. I am persuaded that no diffi- 
culty will occur as I have taken pains to discover whether 
any force has been sent hither (thither?) either Russian or 
English and am satisfied that none has been. Some subjects 
of collision having lately occurred I could not consent to place 
myself at the discretion of Captain Biddle on the return of the 
ship to Lima ; the instructions from the navy department direct 
him to leave me at that place, while those from your depart- 
ment give me a discretion as to residence which it may be all 
important to exercise at that moment." 

This then was Mr. Prevost's excuse for not accompanying 
Captain Biddle to the Columbia and it is confirmed by John 
Quincy Adams in his diary entry of November 3rd, 1818, 
where he stated that Bland, just returned from Valparaiso, 
"gave me some account of the misunderstanding between Mr. 
Prevost and Captain Biddle, of the Ontario, which occasioned 
Prevost to leave the ship, and which is barely hinted at in 
Prevost's letters. All these things tend to confirm what the 
experience of this country has invariably proved — the extreme 
difficulty of maintaining harmony in joint commissions." 
Neither Mr. Adams or Mr. Prevost indicate the entire differ- 
ences of opinion between the commissioners, but the stronger 
presumption is that these concerned activities in South America 



2 Writings of John Quincy Adams, VI, 205. 



Surrender at Astoria in 1818 275 

and not at the Columbia; and the commonly stated version 3 
that Mr. Prevost insisted upon waiting for word from England 
before proceeding northward may be put down as incorrect. 
He had no reason to expect any such word. 

But the fates proved propitious for Mr. Prevost after all. 
Writing again to Secretary Adams from Santiago de Chile on 
July 8th he said : "Captain Hickey of the British navy com- 
manding the Blossom yesterday submitted to my inspection 
certain orders from his government addressed to the officer 
commanding on this station, instructing him to proceed forth- 
with to the Columbia River for the purpose of surrendering 
that place in conformity to the first article of the Treaty of 
Ghent to anyone authorized on the part of the U. States to 
receive such possession. This intelligence was so grateful to 
me as furthering the views of the President that in order to 
give immediate effect to the act I proposed to Captain Hickey 
to accompany him thither for the purpose. This Gentleman 
met the offer with a cordiality that does him honor and I shall 
accordingly proceed tomorrow to the port, there to embark 
for the contemplated voyage." And his next, from Lima, 
Peru, on July 27th, says : "In my last of the 8th of July by 

Captain Rea of the American I acquainted you of 

my intention to proceed to the Northwest Coast on board of 
his Britannic Majesty's sloop of war Blossom, in order to 
receive the surrender of the establishment on the Columbia 
River and there to hoist the American flag. I have now the 
honor to transmit a copy of the order to Captain Shireff on 
that subject and to announce to you my arrival at this place 
on my way thither." 

Before following Judge Prevost (as he was known at Wash- 
ington and New York) to the Columbia it is in order to men- 
tion such brief biographical information* as is available about 
him. It will be new to most readers to connect even in the 
spirit of romance or gossip the distasteful name of Aaron 
Burr with Oregon history, but the record discloses that when 



3 See Oregon Hist. Quar., Vol. io, No. 3, p. 184. 

4 See "The Prevost Family in America" in AT. Y. Genealogical & Biographical 
Record, Jan., 1883, Vol. 13; 27-28. 
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sixteen years of age Mr. Prevost became the stepson of Aaron 
Burr and was reared to manhood in the Burr family, attended 
and in due time married a daughter of the president of Prince- 
ton College of which Aaron Burr had been a brilliant gradu- 
ate. And in the year 1804 he was appointed District Judge 
of the United States for Louisiana, and in all probability was 
in New Orleans during the period of Aaron Burr's question- 
able activities thereabouts. He also for a term of years held 
the position of Recorder of the City of New York His own 
father, James Marcus Prevost, was a native of Geneva, Switz- 
erland, but with a brother, General Augustine Prevost, became 
an officer in the British army and served as such during the 
war of the revolution and died in 1779 in the West Indies. 
His mother, Theodosia Bartow Prevosts, was one of the most 
talented women of the Revolutionary period, and her home, 
near Paramus, New Jersey, was widely known as the Hermit- 
age. There John Bartow Prevost was born in March, 1766, 
and he died in March, 1825, in Upper Peru after seven years 
of government service. 

The arrival of the "Blossom" at the Columbia River and 
the proceedings at Fort George are narrated in the official 
report of Judge Prevost to Secretary Adams, now repro- 
duced. (The exhibits mentioned in it are not reprinted be- 
cause already easy of access). 6 . The spirit of friendliness and 
conciliation on the part of the two commissioners was in accord 
with the instructions of the respective governments; and it 
may be remarked that the same spirit continued through al' 
the years of negotiation which resulted in placing the boundary 
line at the forty-ninth parallel of North Latitude. 

There is reason to believe that the manner of participation 
in the act of surrender, if not the act itself, was in private 
deprecated by the British diplomats of later years, although 
argued as inconsequential. 7 As early as 1823 His Honour 
George Canning, British Foreign Secretary, requested the 

J See "Theodosia," the first gentlewoman of her time, etc., by Chas. F. 
Pidgin, Boston, 1907. 

6 See Bancroft, Greenhow, Lyman and other histories. 

7 See Greenhow, 1845, Edit. pp. 309-313; also Oregon Hist. Quar., Vol. 19, 
p. 206-7. 
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governor of the Hudson's Bay Company to remove their 
Columbia River headquarters from Fort George on the south 
side to some point on the north side of the river, which was 
done; 8 and even in 1821 Lord Castlereagh intimated the will- 
ingness of Great Britain to accept the Columbia River as her 
southern boundary. This much the surrender at Astoria may 
be said to have positively accomplished; and this concession 
disturbed the argument for the whole of the Columbia River 
or Northwest Coast country. 

Mr. J. B. Prevost to the Secretary of State. 

Monterey, New California, 9 

November 11, 1818. 

Sir: In conformity with mine of the 27th July, which I 
had the honor to address to your Department from Lima, I 
proceeded to His Britannic Majesty's sloop of war Blossom 
to the mouth of the Columbia, and entered the river on the 
1st of October following. A few days thereafter, to wit, on the 
6th, as you will perceive by referring to a copy of the act of 
surrender, (marked A), I received in the name, and on the 
part of the United States, the possession of the establishment 
at Fort George, made under the first article of the Treaty of 
Ghent, by Captain Hickey, of the royal navy, in compliance 
with the orders of the Prince Regent for that purpose, signi- 
fied to him through the medium of Earl Bathurst. The British 
flag was, thereupon lowered, and that of the United States 
hoisted in its stead; where it now waves, in token both of 
possession and of sovereignty. 

The establishment, of which the annexed sketch (marked B) 
will give you a correct idea, has been considerably extended 
and improved by the agents of the Northwest Company of 
Canada, who will continue to occupy and protect it, under our 
flag, until it shall please the President to give orders for their 
removal. I will, however, suggest that, when such disposition 
shall take place, time ought to be granted, in a ratio with the 
distance, to enable them to obtain the means of transporting 

8 See letter of J. H. Pelly, Gov. of H. B. Co., to George Canning dated Dec. 
9, 1825, in H. B. Co. Journal No. 721, p. 255. 

9 Annals of Congress. 17th Cong., 2d Sess., 1822-1823, col. 1206-1210. Copied 
through the courtesy of J. Franklin Jameson. 
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the private property deposited there, consisting of dry goods 
furs, and implements of war, to a large amount. 

Shortly after the ceremony of surrender, I received a note 
on this subject from Mr. Keith, the gentleman whose signature 
accompanies that of Captain J. Hickey, which, together with 
a copy of my answer (also marked B), is submitted for your 
inspection. A sense of justice would have dictated the assur- 
ances I have given him in reply; but I had a further motive, 
which was that of subsiding the apprehensions excited by the 
abrupt visit of the Ontario. It appeared to me prudent, in 
this view, to take no notice of the suggestion relative to the 
discussion of boundary, and, in answering, to avoid any inti- 
mation of immediate or of future removal; as either might 
have induced him to form a settlement elsewhere on the river, 
and thus have given rise to collisions between the two Govern- 
ments, which may now be wholly avoided. 

The bay is spacious ; contains several anchoring places, in a 
sufficient depth of water; and is, by no means, so difficult of 
ingress as has been represented. Those enjoying the exclusive 
commerce have probably cherished an impression unfavorable 
to its continuance, growing out of the incomplete survey of 
Lieutenant Broughton, made under the orders of Vancouver 
in 1792. It is true that there is a bar extending across the 
mouth of the river, at either extremity of which are, at times, 
appalling breakers ; but it is equally true that it offers, at the 
lowest tides, a depth of twenty-one feet of water through a 
passage, exempt from them, of nearly a league in width. The 
Blossom, carrying more guns than the Ontario, encountered 
a change of wind while in the channel; was compelled to let 
go her anchor ; and, when again weighed, to tack and beat, in 
order to reach the harbor ; yet found a greater depth, and met 
with no difficulty either then or on leaving the bay. The sur- 
vey (marked C) 10 may be relied upon for its accuracy. The 
bearings, distances, and soundings, were taken by Captain 
Hickey, who was kind enough to lend himself to the examina- 
tion, and to furnish me with this result. It is the more inter- 



io This exhibit is not yet to be found among the State Papers. 
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esting, as it shows that, with the aid of buoys, the access of 
vessels of almost any tonnage may be rendered secure. In 
addition to this, it is susceptible of entire defence; because a 
ship, after passing the bar, in order to avoid the breaking of 
the sea on one of the banks, is obliged to bear up directly for 
the knoll forming the cape ; at all times to approach within a 
short distance of its base ; and most frequently there to anchor. 
Thus, a small battery erected on this point, in conjunction with 
the surges on the opposite side, would so endanger the ap- 
proach as to deter an enemy, however hardy, from the attempt. 

This outlet, the only one between the thirty-eighth and fifty- 
third degrees of latitude, embraces the entire range of country 
from the ocean to the mountains; and its interior unites the 
advantage of a water communication throughout, by means 
of the many streams tributary to the Columbia, two of which 
disembogue opposite to each other within twenty-five leagues 
of the port, are navigable, and nearly of equal magnitude with 
this beautiful river. The ocean teems with otter, (mustela 
lutica), the seal, and the whale; while the main land affords, 
in innumerable quantities, the common otter, (mustela lutica), 
the bear, the buffalo, and the whole variety of deer. 

It has been observed, by exploring this coast, that the climate, 
to the southward of fifty-three degrees, assumes a mildness 
unknown in the same latitude on the eastern side of the conti- 
nent. Without digressing to speculate upon the cause, I will 
merely state, that such is particularly the fact in forty-six 
degrees sixteen minutes, the site of Fort George. The mer- 
cury, during the Winter, seldom descends below the freezing 
point; when it does so, it is rarely stationary for any number 
of days ; and the severity of the season is more determined by 
the quantity of water than by its congelation. The rains 
usually commence with November, and continue to fall partially 
until the latter end of March, or beginning of April. A benign 
Spring succeeds ; and when the Summer heats obtain, they are 
so tempered by showers as seldom to suspend vegetation. I 
found it luxuriant on my arrival, and during a fortnight's stay, 
experienced no change of weather to retard its course. The 
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soil is good; all the cereal gramina and tuberous plants may 
be cultivated with advantage; and the waters abound in 
salmon, sturgeon, and other varieties of fish. 

The natives, in appearance as well as in character, differ 
essentially from those with us. They are less in stature, more 
delicately formed, and singular in the shape of the head, which, 
in infancy, is compressed between two small plates of wood 
or metal, so as in its growth to obtain the semblance of a 
wedge. They are inquisitive, cheerful, sagacious, possess 
fewer of the vices attributed to the savage, and are less addicted 
to cruelties in war. Scalping is unknown to them ; and a pris- 
oner suffers the infliction of no other punishment than that 
of becoming slave to the captor; but as they neither sow nor 
reap, an observer cannot easily discern in what the servitude 
consists. The wants of the one are supplied by his own address 
in the use of the bow and spear; while those of the other 
require the same efforts, and equal skill, for their gratification. 

The language on this side of the falls bears a strong analogy 
with that of Nootka ; so much so, that, with the aid of a Span- 
ish vocabulary of the latter, accompanying the voyage of 
Valdez, I could, notwithstanding the imperfection in this mode 
of conveying and of obtaining sounds, express my wants and be 
perfectly understood. I met with several of the natives who 
had heretofore volunteered on board of some one of our vessels 
in their fur excursions ; two of whom had acquired a sufficient 
knowledge of our language to speak it with some ease, and 
were extremely solicitous to embark with us. 

I regret that I could not collect sufficient data upon which 
to ground an estimate of the furs gathered on the Columbia ; 
it was impossible, for reasons that are obvious. Humboldt has 
undertaken to number those of the otter taken on the coast and 
shipped to China, of which he assigns five-sixths to the Ameri- 
cans. He may be correct as to the quantity, but I doubt 
whether the proportion be quite so great; as it frequently 
happens that the English adventurer confides his stock to our 
countrymen, in order to participate in the benefit of a market, 
from a direct intercourse with which he is excluded by the 
laws of his country. 
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Perhaps I have gone too much into detail; but it appeared 
to me that, by exhibiting the importance of the position only, 
I should not have fulfilled the object of the President; that it 
was equally incumbent on me to present a view of the country, 
of its inhabitants, of its resources, of its approach, and of its 
means of defence. I shall now conclude with the relation of 
an occurence which may and ought to influence the course to 
be adopted and pursued as to this station. 

The speculations of Humboldt, and his glowing description 
of the soil and climate of this province, have probably given 
new direction to the ambition of Russia, and determined its 
Emperor to the acquisition of empire in America. Until 1816, 
the settlements of this Power did not reach to the southward 
of 58° n , and were of no consideration, although dignified by 
them with the title of Russian America. 

In the commencement of that year two distinct establish- 
ments were made, of a different and of a more imposing char- 
acter. The first at Atooi, one of the Sandwich islands; the 
other in this vicinity, within a few leagues of St. Francisco, 
the most northerly possession of Spain, in 57° 56'. The sketch 
I subjoin (marked D) was procured from a member of the 
Government at this place, from whom I also learned that its 
augmentation has since become so: considerable as to excite 
serious alarm. Two Russian ships left this on their way 
thither a few days anterior to our arrival — one having on 
board mechanics of every description, together with imple- 
ments of husbandry. We passed sufficiently near the spot 
assigned to it to distinguish the coast with some precision, and 
ascertained that it was an open road — a circumstance that 
renders the position liable to many objections, if intended to 
permanent; in other respects, the choice is judicious for an 
infant colony. It enjoys a climate still milder than that of 
Columbia ; is environed by a beautiful country ; and its prox- 
imity to an old settlement enables the Russians to partake of 
the numerous herds of black cattle and horses that have been 
there multiplying for the last fifty years. The port of St. 

ii Chart of the discov«ries of Russian Navigators, published by order of the 
Emperor in i8oa, referred to by Humboldt in his View of of New Spain (transla- 
tion), page 170, ad vol. (note). 
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Francis is one of the most convenient, extensive, and safe in 
the world, wholly without defence, and in the neighborhood 
of a feeble, diffused, and disaffected population. Under all 
these circumstances, may we not infer views to the early pos- 
session of this harbor, and ultimately to the sovereignty of 
entire California? Surely the growth of a race on these 
shores, scarcely emerged from the savage state, guided by a 
chief who seeks not to emancipate, but to inthral, is an event 
to be deprecated — an event, the mere apprehension of which 
ought to excite the jealousies of the United States, so far at 
least as to induce the cautionary measure of preserving a 
station which may serve as a barrier to northern aggrandize- 
ment. 

I have not been able to gather other information respecting 
the settlement at Atooi than that of an assurance of its exist- 
ence — a fact corroborated by the visit of the two ships to those 
islands in their route hither. The Russians are not yet such 
enterprising navigators as to augment sea risks by extending 
a voyage several thousand miles without an object. Such was 
the case in this instance, unless connected with the settlement, 
as they had sailed from Lima abundantly supplied, a few weeks 
prior to my first visit to that city, in April last. 

These islands yield the sandal wood, so much esteemed in 
China, and have been resorted to by our vessels, for years 
past, not only in search of this valuable article, but of the neces- 
sary stock of fresh provisions to supply the crew during their 
cruise on the Northwest coast. How far this intercourse 
may be affected, hereafter, by this encroachment, is also a 
subject for the consideration of the President. 

I have taken the liberty to enclose a note (marked E) of the 
authorities, Spanish as well as English, that have fallen under 
my view, illustrating the discovery of the Columbia by Mr. 
Gray, in 1791. Its subsequent occupation in 1811, by which 
the sovereignty of the United States was completed, to the 
exclusion of any European claimant, is a fact of which the 
surrender of the sole establishment on the river is conclusive 
evidence. 

I have the honor to be, &c, 

J. B. PREVOST. 



